~AST MAN STANDING M y mother and father graduated from college in May 1970. The same month that four students were shot by National Guardsmen at Kent State University, sparking riots and demonstrations on campuses across the nation, including Iowa State University, the University oflowa and the University of Northern Iowa.
Those were turbulent times. My parents do not seem to be a product of turbulent times.
The only time I ever remember the subject coming up was when my mother told me, "When we were in college, you had to pick whether you were for authority or against it. Your father was for it. " She never said what side she picked. I didn't ask.
I love my father. He is a righteous, fair and honorable man. But I am not for authority. I'm not against it; I just don't blindly support it. Neither does he, I don't think. It's just a matter of perspective. My father will trust authority until it gives him a damn good reason not to. My trust in authority needs to be earned. That's why he's an insurance salesman, and I'm a journalist.
Which brings me to my problem.
The president says we are at war against terrorism. In the days after Sept. 11, I wanted visceral retribution. In the weeks after, that desire waned slightly. As I write this, a month after the attacks, I begin to realize I am going to have to make a choice. We all are.
We"re going to have to choose how to feel about what our country does in the name of defending itself from this new threat. My parents got to make an easy choice. Yes or no. Hawk or dove. Hippie or square. Authority or demonstrations. Our choice is more difficult.
The problem is, this will not be a war like the war against Nazi Germany or the ambiguous war against North Vietnam that my father endorsed. It will be something different, something that doesn't even have a name yet. We are not targeting a state (like Germany), a person (like Manuel Noriega) or even a thing (like drugs). We are attacking an idea, a philosophy. One that will continue to be popular among a certain segment of our world's population as long we have all the money, then scorn others for the effects of that impoverishment. One that will be incredibly difficult to wage and will surely mean more dead Americans and civilians. One that is leading us into territory where there is no precedent, there is no plan and there is little way to tell if we are winning except wan.
Clearly, I'm not wrestling with whether to support America or terror. Terror is bad. America, for the most part, is good. The question is, can I support America doing bad things in the name of being good?
It depends on how bad these things will be. Our nation's leaders say to combat terrorism photo by Justin Kendall at home and abroad and to bring those who perpetrate it to justice, we will need to use every resource. We will bomb some areas. We will deploy troops in strategic areas. We will send special elite forces to do dirty little missions we won't know about. We will freeze bank accounts we suspect terrorists are using to pay the expensive price tag of evil. We will use diplomatic might to pressure countries, many whose citizens consider Osama bin Laden and his band of merry terrorists a Robin Hood of sorts, to share their intelligence, their airspace and their moral weight. We have also talked about reading people's email more. We have considered singling out Arabs at airports and subjecting them to higher levels of scrutiny. We have begun the process of striking agreements with foreign leaders who are using America's desire to track down terrorists as leverage to get what they want, be it more leeway in torturing their citizens or support in their own ongoing military skirmishes. We have even discussed suspending habeas corpus, one of the backbones of our legal system, in cases of suspected terrorists.
Damn the world for getting so complex. Not only will we have a difficult choice to make, we're going to have hundreds of them. For instance, I would support extending our military campaign into Iraq and taking care of Saddam Hussein once and for all. I'm sure many of my peers would not. Making it a known policy to single out Arabs at airports (instead of the unspoken bias that any good cop exercises) sounds like flat-out racism to me. I know some would disagree with me, maybe even some who would oppose ousting Hussein.
There won't be protests against the suspension of habeas corpus or anti-racial profiling rallies, though. Just namby-pamby candlelight peace vigils by idealists who aren't interested in balancing national security against personal liberty, they just know they don't like it when mommy and daddy yell at each other.
While I don't completely discount the possibility, I find it hard to believe that President Bush would approve of any action that would risk a high number of American soldiers. After Vietnam, Americans realize you can't just treat your country's youth as an expendable pawn, a diplomatic poker chip.
Where does that leave us, though, the not-sosilent minority? The left-of-center, libertarian, cynical set? All of us who believe strongly in Ben Franklin's quote, "Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety." Where does it leave those who realize we must pay a price for freedom, but don't think it makes sense to defend something by destroying it?
We have to pay attention. We can't allow ourselves to simply accept that anything is OK as long as it is in the name of defending or fighting against terrorists. That's why the war on drugs is failing. The means have become more important than the ends. We must understand what is going on so we can process the information for ourselves and come to our own conclusions about what is right and wrong with our government's attempts to squelch terror.
There will not be a side to join. There won't be any protests where we can wave signs. Our choices will come a news cycle at a time, week in and week out. There will be honest differences with friends and colleagues with whom you usually agree. Sorting it all out will be, quite simply, hell. For the first time, I find myself wishing I lived in my parents' era, not because of the chaos, but because of the simplicity. My dad's choice was true or false. Mine will be an essay. Lucky him.
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